Purpose -The aim of this paper is to explore the impact of societal and cultural factors on the practices and perceptions of school principals in Kazakhstan. Design/methodology/approach -The paper draws on empirical data collected in Kazakhstan over two years in the course of an international, collaborative, multi-stranded project. Findings -The findings support the claim that educational policies and practice are deeply embedded in the national culture, which is an evolving mixture of traditional Kazakh, Russian and diverse ethnic, Soviet and paternalistic cultures. These various societal characteristics exemplify various aspects of the tensions between traditional forms of social organisation, the Soviet legacy, and the sort of educational development promoted by Western educational and international organisations, which now plays an important role in Kazakhstan.
life, the nomadic character of its farming population; shaped by successive invasion from the East, most notably that of Chenghis Khan in the 13 th century; shaped by its strategic positioning on the old Silk Roads; shaped by its links with Turkic language and culture (evidenced by its costly refusal to join with Russia against Germany and Turkey in the First World War and by the influential presence today in Kazakhstan of the elite Kazakh-Turkish Lyceum schools); shaped by Stalin's dumping of whole communities in the country during his years of oppression; and shaped by the presence and inward movement until independence of a large Russian population ' (pp.272/3) . This long and complicated history has created an evolving mixture of cultures in Kazakhstan, as one senior government officer explained:
…we are Kazakhs, nomads, and many cultures crossed our steppes. Even during the USSR,
Kazakhstan became a refuge for many repressed nations […] we have more than 137 nationalities and we have rich experience in einditolerance and multiculturalism. (Participant A, 2012) Many features of contemporary educational policy are clearly focused on reconstructing Kazakh identity, language and culture (Bridges et al., 2014, p. 273) .
Currently, Kazakhstan is aiming to reform its educational system substantially, and as rapidly as possible, which makes it an interesting case for the study of educational development. Research on educational reform in Central Asia, and particularly in Kazakhstan, has largely centred on the politics of adopting global reforms, as scholars of comparative education increasingly acknowledge the growing influence of global forces and international organisations on national educational policies (Heyneman, 1995; Asanova, 2006; Steiner-Khamsi et al., 2006; Shagdar, 2006; Silova and Steiner-Khamsi, 2008; Silova, 2011; 2005) . Furthermore, numerous studies have described the effects of the reforms on phenomena such as national identity and citizenship (Asanova, 2007) ; education and social cohesion (Silova et al., 2007; Heyneman, 2000) ; the secondary education system (Bridges, 2014; Yakavets, 2014; Zhanabayeva and Isatayeva, 2004; DeYoung and Suzhikova, 1997) ;
the practices and policies of school directors (principals in Russian); leadership preparation and development (Kalikova 2010; Frost et al. 2014; Yakavets et al., 2015; Yakavets 2016) ; professional development of teachers (Turner et al., 2014 (Turner et al., , 2016 McLaughlin et al., 2014) ; changes in educational testing (Winter et al., 2014) , the language policy (Mehisto et al., 2014; Fierman, 1998; , and the inclusion of critical thinking pedagogy in the Kazakhstan educational system (Burkhalter and Shegebayev, 2012; . However, it is equally important to understand that 'educational policies and practices are deeply embedded in the culture and traditions of the countries in which they are implemented' (Bridges et al., 2014, p. 272) . The relationship between national culture and the role of school principals in
Kazakhstan has yet to be adequately explained. This article aims to contribute to this task. It explores how principals in Kazakhstan perceive their role, and how societal and cultural factors are shaping school leaders' perceptions and practices. These issues are examined against the background of the major state-sponsored educational reforms currently taking place in Kazakhstan.
Recent educational policy in Kazakhstan
Kazakhstan has been undergoing a profound economic and educational transformation since the beginning of this century. The major drivers for educational reform are a commitment to improving economic competitiveness, with the aim of becoming one of the 30 most developed countries by 2020 i , and a concern to respond to demands for high-quality education according to world standards, on the part of a newly emerging wealthy class (Daly, 2008) .
Generally, the educational system in Kazakhstan is highly centralised and bureaucratic as a result of its administrative structures and accountability measures. The school sector in Kazakhstan includes comprehensive schools, gymnasia and lyceums. There are a considerable number of schools referred to as 'ungraded' (Rus. malokomplektnaya shkola) located in rural areas and often characterised by a low quality of education (Ministry of Education and Science . Another important characteristic of the school system in Kazakhstan is the presence of government-funded schools for gifted and talented pupils (Yakavets, 2014; Yakavets, et al., 2015) . These schools operate under the umbrella of three major networks: the Autonomous Educational Organisation Nazarbayev Intellectual Schools (AEONIS); the Republican Research and Practical Centre, otherwise known as 'Daryn', and the Kazakh-Turkish Lyceum. These schools receive additional funding and provide in-depth curricula in specialised subjects. National standards and the curricula are also centrally defined. In the majority of mainstream schools there are traditions of rote learning, teachercentred pedagogy and a strong emphasis on preparation for a high-stakes examination -the Unified National Test (see Winter et al., 2014) . High-performing schools are often selected by the Ministry of Education and Science to pilot educational innovations. for selecting principals on a competitive basis, with the successful individuals being awarded five-years' tenure and the opportunity to reapply at the end of it (see Yakavets, 2016) .
Opportunities are being developed for teachers and principals in contemporary
Kazakhstan to learn new skills and develop professionally (see Bridges, 2014; Sharimova, 2014; Turner et al., 2014; Yakavets, 2016) . For example, through its Centre of Excellence, the AEO NIS is promoting a major programme of in-service training in the form of threemonth courses focused on 'modern' approaches to teaching and learning; these had reached some 60,000 teachers by the end of 2015 (Turner et al., 2014) . A new curriculum is being introduced into all schools following its 'piloting' in a specialised set of schools under the auspices of the AEO NIS (Shamshidinova et al., 2014 ).
Yet there are also high expectations with regard to the implementation of ambitious educational programmes and initiatives (e.g. 12 years of schooling; tri-lingual policy; and a new curriculum and assessment system) in a relatively short period of time, allied to the need to prepare a highly skilled, innovative workforce. But to what extent are people ready to change? What is the role of leadership in terms of effective teaching and learning in this
context? To what extent are national cultural factors shaping school leaders' perceptions and practices? This paper will address these questions.
Theoretical framework
Scholars working in the field of comparative educational leadership claim that a major factor that shapes educational leaders' practices is culture. Leadership is subject to the cultural traditions and values of the society in which it is exercised (Dimmock and Walker, 2005a; Cheng, 2000; Lee and Hallinger, 2012; Walker et al., 2012) . Empirical studies on comparative leadership in international business across countries (Hofstede, 1980; Hofstede et al., 2010) and the Global Leadership and Organisational Behaviour Effectiveness (GLOBE) study (House et al., 2004) , provide useful theoretical and analytical insights for this article. Two models developed by these studies are of value, even though they differ somewhat. There is a complication in the comparison of GLOBE's conclusions with Hofstede's because 'the GLOBE report uses the same terms […] but with quite different meanings' (Hofstede et al., 2010, 43) . House et al. attempt to show that both individuals and groups of individuals in certain societies possess an implicit leadership theory (Lumby et al., 2009, p. 167) . In a reanalysis of the GLOBE project, Geert found that 'the strongest, grouping seven GLOBE dimensions, was highly significantly correlated with national wealth, and next with the Hofstede power distance, individualism, and uncertainty avoidance dimensions, in this order' (Hofstede et al., 2010, p. 42) . The detailed discussion of the two models is beyond the scope of this article (see Hofstede et al., 2010; Shi and Wang, 2011) . The theoretical framework is based on three dimensions that were significant in Hofstede's and GLOBE's studies -(i) power distance; (ii) uncertainty avoidance; and (iii) individualism/collectivismas it seems particularly important for developing understanding of the role of societal culture in school leadership practices in Kazakhstan, as presented in Table 1 .
Dimensions Hofstede Model GLOBE Model

Power Distance
The extent to which the less powerful members of institutions and organisations within a country expect and accept that power is distributed unequally (p.61).
The degree to which members of an organisation or society expect and agree that power should be shared unequally.
Uncertainty Avoidance
The extent to which the members of a culture feel threatened by ambiguous or unknown situations (p.191).
The extent to which members of collectives seek orderliness, consistency, structure, formalised procedures, and laws to cover situations in their daily lives.
Individualism vs. Collectivism
Individualism pertains to societies in which the ties between individuals are loose: everyone is expected to look after him -or herself and his or her immediate family. Collectivism, as its opposite pertains to societies in which people from birth onward are integrated into strong, cohesive in-groups, which throughout their lifetime continue to protect them in exchange for unquestioning loyalty (p.92).
Institutional Collectivism -level at which a society values and rewards collective action and resource distribution.
In-Group
Collectivism -level at which a society values cohesiveness, loyalty, and pride, in their families and organisations. Hofstede et al., 2010 , House et al., 2004 It is necessary to clarify the distinction between societal and organisational cultures. Dimmock and Walker (2005a; also Dimmock 2000, 45) claim that organisational cultures can be 'deliberately managed and changed, whereas societal or national cultures are more enduring and change only gradually over long time periods, if at all'.
The research project
This paper draws on empirical data collected during the course of a collaborative multistranded project over two years: 2012-2013. The research team comprised of researchers from the University of Cambridge Faculty of Education; the Nazarbayev University Graduate School of Education and the Nazarbayev Intellectual Schools. In the first year we sought to understand and to narrate the story of educational reform in Kazakhstan since independence in 1991, the main drivers of this reform and the main elements of the contemporary reform agenda. The evidence was gathered from official documents and interviews with key policymakers in the capital Astana. In the second year of the research we sought to understand and to describe the way reform appeared when viewed from perspectives at the periphery of the system, including in particular, as seen through the eyes of school principals, teachers, students in small rural schools and those in the local education department and in-service training institutions which were part of the process of 'transmitting' or 'translating' messages from the centre to the periphery (Internal Report 2014, p. 5).
Three locations across the country were identified by the research team as differing significantly in character: the north, west and south of the country. Our aim was to produce case studies of the schools in the context of educational reform in their localities. In advance of two field trips to Kazakhstan, the members of the research team agreed on the central research questions which we would seek to address through the research. The overarching question was:
How do principals and teachers in mainstream schools perceive and understand the aspirations, expectations and requirements of contemporary educational reforms in Kazakhstan -and how are they responding to these?
In this paper we shall look at the following question: To what extent are national cultural factors shaping school leaders' perceptions and practices in Kazakhstan?
Methods
A multi-site case study approach was adopted, based on the view, widely supported in the literature, that it provides a powerful means of investigating contemporary phenomena within their real-life contexts (Yin, 2003) , thereby providing in-depth understanding (Creswell, 2009; Lichtman, 2006) .
To be able to conduct case studies in local schools the research team had to obtain permission from the Regional Departments of Education. The selection of six schools to be included in the research (two schools in each region) was based on the recommendations of regional educational officials through their knowledge of, and work with, schools. The research team adapted the BERA (2011) ethical principles, especially in relation to informed consent, and also sought to satisfy the ethical requirements laid down by participating organisations. Providing confidentiality and anonymity of participants was seen to be especially important since anything said could be reported back to superiors. Participants were coded by their job title, Roman numerals were used for locations (I-III), and schools were coded using the capital letters 'A-F', with 'LG' for local department of education.
The six case study schools varied considerably in terms of school type, size, location, social and economic status, school development history, and student and community composition (see Appendix). Four of the selected schools were high performing ones in their geographical area. It was clear that regional educational officials were more interested in providing evidence of the 'best practice' and hiding any problems, instead of identifying and addressing them. While these schools cannot provide a reliable basis for precise generalisation to all schools in Kazakhstan, they do reveal important differences between schools and are likely to show the effects of many of the factors that shape all schools in the country.
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with school principals, vice principals, teachers, and other informants from local education authorities and in-service teacher training institutes. Each interview was carried out by two or three researchers, at least one of whom was trilingual in English, Kazakh and Russian. Interviews were conducted at participants' convenience in schools or in a preferred location, and were digitally recorded. The average interview length was approximately one hour.
School principals participating in the research had a wide range of experience, from two who had been in post for a year, to one who had 16 years of principalship and was approaching retirement (see Appendix). The majority of principals who were interviewed had experience of principalship in only one school. Secondary data were also obtained from such sources as official school documents, school portfolios, each of the school's annual reports and strategic planning documents, as well as some teaching materials developed by the staff (where applicable).
During a second field trip semi-structured interviews were conducted with respondents from regional and district education authorities, pre-and in-service teacher training institutions and pedagogical universities in three locations. Furthermore, we spoke with school principals again to conduct 'member checks' and to clarify some unclear issues raised during the first field trip. This approach helped to improve the accuracy, credibility and validity of what had been recorded during the first interviews. Overall a total of 80 respondents were interviewed (Table 2) . By collecting these types of data it was possible to develop case studies of school experience in the different local contexts. and identity/culture are cut, which is to the disadvantage of non-English speakers. During interviews we had to make decisions about the cultural meanings which languages carried (e.g. Kazakh/English/Russian), and look for different words to capture the same meaning; we had to work hard to make ourselves mutually understood and to reach agreed meanings.
Case Studies
Finally, care had to be exercised in interpreting the interview data because of the danger that participants would hide problems to avoid any criticism of their own schools.
Findings
Dimension: Power Distance
Anyone who has worked in Kazakhstan understands that policy and control of virtually any school function or aim come from the top, as do almost all reforms. Indeed, our data reveal that the President's speeches -enshrined in law, government policies and initiatives -are reflected in every school's development plan, this representing a five-year programme to be reviewed and updated on a yearly basis. The themes of each school's development plan varied depending on the different priorities that had been identified. It was often the case that schools had to adjust their internal plans when suddenly new initiatives were introduced:
We are immersed in these educational reforms. We have to use all innovations. In any case, whether you want it or not -you have to use them, after some time you understand that such use is necessary…There are some issues that are handed down to us from the Ministry or from the Department of Education -if they order us to send them something…we cannot discuss this decision. We have to perform immediately. (Two Vice-Principals, School C)
The evidence suggests that top-down policies could change the entire life of a school:
…We never dreamed of being a trilingual school. We were a well-developed, prospective school with advanced level of English. We were able to give high results… In […] we became not only a trilingual school but also a school for gifted children. We had been told that we have to do this, and we said, 'OK, we will do…' (Vice-Principal, School G)
The trilingual policy meant that science and mathematics would be taught through the medium of English in the senior grades. The school had to start implementing the project with the complete absence of textbooks and teachers possessing both knowledge of English and the relevant subject. The school embraced this challenge, as one of the teachers described:
I was teaching English. Before the start of the year, I sacrificed 4-5 months to the programme, to study physics and every holiday I was gathering information to use later on…summer was spent on preparation (English-Physics Teacher, School G).
The situation was even more complicated because, although students were studying science through the medium of English, they would have to take the examination -the Unified National Test -which is offered in either Kazakh or Russian. Similarly, in another part of the country School E was selected for trilingual education and faced the following challenge:
there were highly experienced mathematics teachers but they lacked English language skills.
The schools had to introduce a business English course outside the school curriculum to develop students' language skills:
In the beginning, I thought that our school is not ready [for trilingual education] as we are a maths-oriented school; we were struggling against it, and also languages. These examples illustrate three key points. Firstly, schools with good academic results and success in Olympiads iii were generally seen to be well run, engaged in the reform agenda, forward-looking and thriving. These schools are usually the first to be selected for some experimental work by educational officials, without any consultation with schools. Secondly, the schools show remarkable resilience and willingness to make things work by inventing their own solutions. Finally, the top-down initiatives put more pressure on school principals to implement 'orders from above' and, at the same time, provide support for teachers and students in a situation in which teaching materials are scare.
According to legislation iv , a principal is primarily responsible for the failures and successes of school management and administration, and for teachers' and students'
performance (see Yakavets, 2016) . Our data reveal that the majority of school principals have to spend a lot of time producing reports for numerous organisations (e.g. for the local authority, concerning finance, health and safety, fire etc.), meeting inspections and being responsible for running the day-to-day operation of the school, from monitoring the water supply and heating system to overseeing provision of furniture, stationary and so on. Huge policy changes have been called for in Kazakhstan over the last two decades as the country has sought to move away from, or beyond, its Soviet educational traditions and practices. However, in Kazakhstan, school principals are still mainly perceived as 'managers' and 'administrators' whose major role is concerned with ensuring compliance with state norms and orders rather than providing innovative leadership or even much in the way of directions:
Unfortunately, we have specific orders, specific law and requirements under, and in accordance with, which we have to operate. There are principals who want to introduce something interesting, and they can do this after discussion. We have a specialised council, where we discuss the issue and if such innovation meets our laws and requirements, it can be realised. (Officer-1, Rayon Department of Education)
It was also acknowledged that there were some examples of strong school leaders who were able to produce some achievements over the years:
The school principal is the main person in the school's implementation of new ideas and methods. She/he is supposed to be strong….After the collapse of the Soviet Union, all schools had equal positions and levels. Since then and so far, some strong school principals have taken the initiative into their own hands and built new lyceums and gymnasiums. Not only did they build new facilities, but they also trained their staff, developed new experimental ideas and defended them during expert review... (Officer-2, Rayon Department of Education)
The current education policy (MoES, 2010) set the aim of establishing Boards of Trustees in all schools by 2020. The evidence from our research suggests that while in some schools
Boards have been set up, their role has been seen to be different from what can be found, for example, in schools in England:
We were told to create the Board…we did so…we have parents involved. But we did not see the value -nobody is willing to make financial contributions. Then, I can be blamed for collecting money from parents…it can be perceived incorrectly. (Principal, School D) Our data suggest that principals perceived their roles in mixed terms: as a 'playing coach';
'being a good mentor for the staff'; 'being democratic'; 'sharing experience', 'offering a pedagogic model', 'writer', 'sharer'. At the same time, the complexity and challenging nature of the principals' role was acknowledged by teachers who often used a range of metaphors to describe a good principal, such as: 'organiser', 'leader', 'advisor', 'supporter', 'parent' (of his/her school team)'; 'the moon'; 'manager';' organiser of the educational process'; and someone 'who is consultative, kind, ethical, demanding, dynamic, attentive, serious-minded, educated, understanding, and who treats others as an equal'. Respondents acknowledged that nowadays being a principal means carrying a great deal of responsibility and 'not everyone will manage it':
Now the directors are different -they are managers. They not only manage the educational process, but also do things such as managing the budget…they are computer 'savvies'. (VicePrincipal-1, School E)
Dimension: Uncertainty Avoidance
Kazakhstan ranks highly in terms of uncertainty avoidance (see House et al., 2004) . While participants sounded positive about reforms, some claimed that it should be 'the process of evolution', in which 'evolution means a step-by-step process of gradual increase' (Teacher, School F). As discussed above, innovation is neither encouraged, nor highly valued as it often brings more challenges to teachers' and children's lives. The results suggest that initiatives at school level often come from school principals. For example, two rural schools involved in the research project showed a willingness to change, indeed a zeal in grasping change. Both principals were clearly confident in their own authority and their capacity to engage support both inside and outside the school. They cultivated local patrons, seemed to have a good relationship with officers in the rayon department of education and appeared to have the local village community, and in particular the parents, on their side. In small rural communities some resources were available for schools from local sources (e.g. the Cultural Centre) with reduced costs and/or the provision of free labour (e.g. when parents voluntarily helped to paint classrooms). Moreover, in some cases principals were able to use central initiatives for their own purposes. For example, the principal of School D was very astute at capitalising on his school's successes and being ahead of the game in engaging with reform initiatives that brought material benefit to the school, such as computers that were provided as part of the e-learning initiative. Similarly, the principal from School F claimed that 'we should try to do something all by ourselves rather than waiting' and managed to get support from the rayon local education department to open a Resource Centre in his school for other neighbouring rural schools to use.
Our school is Resource Centre. Other schools can freely get information from us and use the facilities. It is more about sharing experience. (Principal, School F) At the same time, it was apparent that school leaders were 'micro-managed' by the centralised control of school-level decision-making and were required to submit all sorts of relatively insignificant decisions for approval by the local administration.
The evidence from the research suggests that people in schools seek stability and routines and follow written rules and regulations as guidance for their practices. All principals saw the necessity of improving the conditions in their schools and creating a supportive environment that could make a positive impact on the quality of teaching and children's learning and performance. Although funding from the local educational department was not enough by itself to meet schools' needs, principals managed to find ways to improve classrooms, facilities and, to some extent, school buildings:
Ever since I was appointed as the director, I have been engaged in furnishing the conditions for teachers: considered the rooms, the surroundings; did everything possible in order not to let secondary issues distract the teachers. The most important thing is to create good conditions, and then later on my part is to strictly monitor and supervise the work. (Principal, School G) By improving working conditions and applying pressure and strict control, principals aimed to improve teachers' performance.
Staff stability was seen as an important factor that affects a school's sense of efficacy. In rural School D many novice members of staff were ex-pupils and the overall stability of the school was sustained by this. Moreover, the principal had served for nearly all his working life in the same school, and there was a core of very long-serving teachers there. Indeed, there was a very low turnover of staff with many current staff having been in post for a long time:
…they are like the members of one family; even graduates come back to this school to work.
(Teacher-2, School D)
One of the most important effects of having a group of people with long histories in the school was the sense and existence of continuity and stability. There was evidence of leadership succession observed in case study School E where the ex-principal remained on the staff as a vice-principal, having effectively swapped responsibilities with her successor.
Succession of one to the other's post seemed to be generally accompanied by a sense of relief because the stability of the school was unaffected by the principal's retirement.
Orderliness and consistency were observed in almost all schools that research teams visited. Glossy posters and colourful displays covered most spare wall space in schools, celebrating the distinguished figures from Kazakh history and culture, and prize-winning students. These images were seen as playing a powerful role in developing Kazakh national identity, respect for cultural traditions and pride in the school. Some classrooms had pictures at the door of 'sponsors' -people who were honoured by schools and who, in return, helped to equip, furnish or maintain a particular classroom named after them. The children were smartly turned out and equally orderly. The staff were formally dressed too. In general there was a very strong sense of care, order and discipline in the schools.
Despite the fact that all schools were working in two shifts (because of a shortage of classrooms), the wellbeing of children and teachers seemed to be a top priority. Each school was equipped with a canteen that served food made on the premises to staff and students. Of course, conditions in the schools varied to some degree. For example, in rural School F a bucket on a chair in the small canteen area was the only source of drinking water for students and the sports hall lacked heating and was in visible need of major repairs. In this respect the school fell below national standards of hygiene, but it was beyond the school's power to do much about this when the village as a whole lacked essential infrastructure. In another rural school (School D), there was a large television screen in the foyer, with benches available to sit in front of it, which, according to the principal, indicated allowed speeches by the President and such like to be displayed for the briefing of staff and students.
Dimension: Collectivism
Kazakhstan has a highly collectivist culture. Kazakh people have a long history of being members of extended families in which family relations are recalled as far back as the seventh generation. Speaking about Kazakh traditions, Dzhebylbin (2010) explains:
To respect elders, to take care of the young, to offer hospitality to unknown travellers …we are one big family and like in any family there are some flaws and members are imperfect, irresponsible at times. We criticise each other sometimes, and even take disciplinary action…. If there is a need to mobilise for action, they do so and demonstrate best results… I always remind teachers that we are a team, we are one whole family, we come here every morning, and this is our home, so we should do everything with love…(Principal,
The importance of family as a narrative for making sense of work in schools is that it welded together the lives of children, teachers, parents and the community. It is not surprising that principals were seen as 'parent/head/father' of the family: …the directors should be parents for their school teams, otherwise the whole team will fall apart and there will be no use for it. (Deputy Principal, School F)
The principal appears to act as the head of the family, potentially not only within the school, but also within the wider community. (Teacher, School D)
Discussion
Kazakhstan is experiencing a challenging time of transition, which puts enormous pressure on school leaders and teachers. The data gathered in this study suggest that the entire life of all schools is framed by bureaucratic oversight and regulations. School leaders have to spend an enormous amount of time on administrative issues that bring serious consequences for any school if there is evidence of 'poor performance'. School principals are seen to be more an extension of the local administration than members of the teaching staff; even some had a few hours of teaching.
The obstacles to educational reform described in schools in three locations across Kazakhstan seem remarkably similar to those identified in the Western literature, including shifting or unclear goals, lack of communication of the vision, lack of resources and lack of knowledge and skills (Hallinger, 2010; Fullan, 2007; Kotter and Cohen, 2002) . As discussed above, the decision about trilingual education was not even discussed with the schools which were selected to pilot the innovations, and no specific directions, materials or, importantly, qualified teachers to accomplish those goals were provided. This creates 'emptiness', where by tasks are given to schools and teachers but with little support or training in how to handle the new responsibilities. Similarly, an 'empty space' was created when schools had to establish Boards of Trustees, with ambiguity about their roles and responsibilities. The schools had no option but to comply with imposed changes. There is the tension between the model of leadership and the ideas that are embodied in current educational reforms.
The data show that there are limited opportunities to gain understanding of the complexity of various initiatives and their rationale. Røvik (2011) invokes the metaphor of a virus infection when describing how educational ideas change or mutate in response to their interactions with local culture and values. This often leads to the fragmented implementation of reforms without careful consideration of how the 'new pieces of the puzzle' fit together (Cheng and Walker, 2008; Hallinger, 2010) . Considerations of 'cultural fit' are sometimes discussed, but less often is there any substantial adaptation of the innovation (Cheng and Walker, 2008; Dimmock and Walker, 2005a; 2005b : Hallinger et al., 2005 .
In addition to challenges embedded in the Kazakhstani system of education, there is a strong belief among practitioners in the value, achievements and significance of the Soviet system of education. There were a number of comments expressed by respondents in the study, for example, 'Why change? We had such a good [Soviet] system of education?' The lesson observations in schools showed that while some interactive activities, the ICT and group work were used, teacher-centred pedagogy tended to dominate, along with a heavy emphasis on the acquisition of academic knowledge through memorisation. There is a move towards new teaching methods, critical thinking and problem-solving skills but while people may know about them, it is often challenging to apply them in practice because of some normative constraints and a fear-based, top-down system of thinking.
Principals in our study had considerable authority, and teachers and children respected leaders' authority and regarded it as inappropriate to question it. It seems that power distance breeds a cultural tendency for Kazakhstani leaders to lead by directive and to focus more on 'telling' staff which tasks were to be accomplished, and, correspondingly, the staff expected to receive orders: 'Do this!' (Yakavets, 2016) . With regard to reforms, power distance could play a dual role: gaining people's attention and ensuring their compliance with orders, but also generating underground resistance to change. Canadian or Asian counterparts when they speak of establishing "consensus" as part of the process of establishing a collective school improvement objective. For the Russians, the consensus has traditionally been something handed down in a fully-approved form from a centralised authority' (Begley, 2000, p. 24) . The Russian notion of consensus reflects more collective cultural norms, which are also present in Kazakhstan.
Hofstede argues that in a collectivist society the relationship between the employer and employee resembles the familial pattern, involving mutual but unequal obligations towards each other. As noted earlier, in this study respondents continually used family metaphors when describing relationships in their schools. In line with this, some school leaders displayed a 'paternalistic' or 'maternal' attitude, claiming that 'teachers are like children and should be brought up', thus principals 'should lead the teachers and teach them' (Principal, School G). The results from this research match the concept of 'paternalistic leadership' (Farh and Cheng, 2000) . Dimmock and Tan (2012, p. 332) argue that 'paternalism is a paradigmatic archetype of leadership style, whose elements are moderated by socio-political contexts and whose "benefits" may not be immediately obvious to the observer outside the cultural system'. The roots of paternalistic and participative leadership could be explained by Kazakh traditions of 'aksakals' vi (Kaz. 'white beard') -the old men's councils. In a situation of a high degree of power distance 'respect for parents and other elders is considered as a basic virtue' (Hofstede et al., 2010, p. 67) . Nowadays aksakals exist as an unofficial local administration in some rural areas in Kazakhstan. Bakacsi et al. (2002) argue that 'large consultative bodies combined with a paternalistic leadership style (asking opinion of others)
have been a dominant pattern in status conscious eastern societies'.
Conclusion
This paper has sought to provide insights into the relationship between national culture and the changing role of school leaders in the context of large-scale educational reform in There is agreement in the literature that organisational change requires knowledge of the national culture and local contexts. Furthermore, research evidence suggests that the traditional power of school principals can be a useful tool in the reform process, reinforcing change as a priority (see Lee and Hallinger, 2012) . In order to make reforms work, however, Kazakhstan has to confront significant conflicts and contradictions between the desire to reach world educational standards and the basic values of Kazakh society, which underpin a more traditional educational system.
This article contributes to the literature in two main ways. Firstly, it provides an empirically grounded illustration of the way in which societal culture and cultural norms shape the role of the school principal. More particularly, it provides insights into the changing role of school leaders and how schools in Kazakhstan cope with a top-down policy. Secondly, by contrasting the norms that shape both existing practice and the reform agenda this paper offers some explanation for how cultural norms represent both strengths and weaknesses when applied to the process of change in a post-Soviet context. Though the paper focuses on the recent experience of Kazakhstan, these issues have relevance for other countries in the region that share the Soviet legacy and are currently experiencing transition to a different kind of political and social order.
